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Arise 1 Awake \ And stop not till the Goal is reached. 



THE DIVINE MESSAGE 



Chant the Name of the Lord and His Glory unceasingly 
That the mirror of the heart may be wiped clean 
And quenched that mighty forest fire. 

Worldly lust, raging furiously within. 

Oh Name, stream down in moonlight on the lotus-heart, 
Opening its cup to knowledge of Thyself. 

Oh self, drown deep in the waves of His bliss, 

Chanting His Name continually, 

Tasting His nectar at every step, 

Bathing in His Name, that bath for weary souls. 



Various are Thy Names, Oh Lord, 

In each and every Name Thy power resides. 

No times are set, no rites are needful, for chanting of Thy Name, 
So vast is Thy mercy. 

How huge, then, is my wretchedness 
Who find, in this empty life and heart, 

No devotion to Thy Name : 



Oh, my mind, 

Be humbler than a blade of grass, 

Be patient and forbearing like the tree, 
Take no honour to thyself, 

Give honour to all, 

Chant unceasingly the Name of the Lord. 



£ri Caitanya, ‘giksastakam’, translated by Swami Prabhavananda and Christopher Isherwood 
in Vedanta, for the Western World, 1943, p. 225. 



ABOUT THIS ISSUE 



This month’s editorial is on Sri Rama- 
krishna’s universal message. It discusses 
briefly the great contribution of Sri Rama- 
krishna in the evolution of modem thought. 

AN ACTIVE LIFE AND GOD -REALIZATION is 

based on a talk delivered by Swami Mukhy- 
ananda, a senior monk of the Ramakrishna 
Math and the Ramakrishna Mission, Belur 
Math, West Bengal. The revered Swami 
spoke convincingly on the theme that pur- 
suing one’s spiritual goal while living an 
active life is not an impossibility. It is a 
necessity in modem times, and is sanctioned 
by the holy scriptures. 

Sri T. R. Rajagopalan has given a des- 
criptive account of how a pilgrim visits the 
holy cities of Varanasi and Gaya and Prayag 
Samgam, places venerated by Hindus since 
ancient times. 



Professor (Sm.) Santwana Dasgupta has 
given her illuminating thoughts on viveka- 

NANDA AND THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND CUL- 
TURAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN INDIA. Sm. Das- 

gupta was formerly the head of the Econo- 
mics Department at Bethune College, Cal- 
cutta. She is currently occupied with 
research work at the Ramakrishna Mission 
Institute of Culture, Calcutta. 

REFLECTIONS ON THE MEANING OF SRI 

ramakrishna for women is by Ann Myren, 
former lecturer, Alameda Gollege, Califor- 
nia, U.S.A. This is the concluding part of 
her series of touching articles that have 
appeared in previous issues of Prabuddha 
Bharata. The articles reflect the author’s 
meticulous research, depth of insight and 
understanding of the Master’s extraordinary 
relationship with his women devotees. 



UNIVERSAL MESSAGE OF SRI RAMAKRISHNA 

(EDITORIAL) 

A devotee who frequently used to visit a service, the devotee and his friend started 



well-known Ramakrishna Ashrama centre 
in South India, was once requested by a 
friend to be taken to the airama. Agreeing 
to the request, the devotee, accompanied 
by his friend, came to attend the evening 
prayer and arati, regular evening worship. 
That day happened to be the eleventh day 
of the lunar fortnight ( ekadaki ) so the wor- 
ship of Sri Ramachandra would also be 
conducted with the singing of * Rdmnarn * . 
A picture of Sri Rama was kept near the 
altar of Sri Ramakrishna, just below it on 
a special throne decorated with flowers. The 
sonorous music of the arati to Sri Rama- 
krishna, and the singing of the name of 
Rama created a nice atmosphere. After the 



their way home. The devotee asked his 
friend, ‘How did you enjoy the serene 
atmosphere of the aSrama ?’ The friend 
answered, ‘Oh, everything was quite good, 
but one thing I thought rather peculiar, 
rather, not proper !’ The startled devotee 
asked him, ‘What was that ?’ He replied, 
‘Why, it was the keeping of the photograph 
of Lord Rama, an Incarnation of God, 
below the picture of Sri Ramakrishna.’ 
Becoming a little agitated, he added, ‘The 
arrangement was nothing short of blas- 
phemous. God Himself was belittled !’ 

To the Hindu mind, the word avatara 
(incarnation of God) usually evokes a rich 
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image of a supernatural Being, surrounded 
by royal splendour, complete with diadem, 
throne, diamond studded ornaments, pre- 
cious jewellery and minor gods and god- 
desses standing in attendance on him. 
Nothing is impossible for this celestial 
person. The weal and woe of common 
mortals do not touch him. Demons and 
demonesses, cruel and powerful kings are 
only worms before the superhuman strength 
of an avatara. Oftentimes, other than the 
rich mythical imagery of this King of kings, 
nothing appeals to the mind of the common 
man. 

In his own time, the King in disguise, Sri 
Ramakrishna was recognized by hardly 
anyone. That he was the Personification 
of Divinity, dawned on the minds of only 
a very few. Many of his closest devotees 
suffered from doubts, and even Vivekananda, 
who was much beloved by the Master, was 
not yet fully convinced : 

A couple of days before the Master’s 
passing away, when Narendra and a few 
others were standing by his bed at night, 
a curious thought flashed across Naren’s 
mind : ‘The Master has said many a 
time that he is an incarnation of God. 
If he now says in the midst of the throes 
of death, in this terrible moment of 
human anguish and physical pain, “I am 
God incarnate”, then I will believe.* No 
sooner had Naren thought this then the 
Master turned towards him and summon- 
ing all his energy, said, ‘O my Naren, 
are you not yet convinced ? He who was 
Rama, He who was Krishna, He Him- 
self is now Ramakrishna in this body : 
not in your Vedantic sense (< according 
to which each soul is potentially divine), 
but actually so.’ 1 

!• The Life of Swami Vivekananda by his 
Eastern and Western Disciples (Calcutta: Advaita 
Ashrama, 1979) Vol. I, p. 183, 



On another day also, when the Master was 
suffering from the fatal throat illness at 
Kasipur, he suddenly addressed Girish 
Ghosh : 

Girish, I find you say to one and all 
everywhere so many things about ‘this’ 
(that I am an incarnation of God); what 
have you seen and understood (about 
me) to make you do so ? Girish 
remained completely unmoved, and 
kneeling down on the ground near the 
Master’s feet, said in a choked voice 
with his hands folded and face upturned, 
‘What more can I say of Him, whose 
greatness Vyasa and Valmiki could not 
find words to express?’ 2 

Vivekananda paid his homage to the 
Master one day, composing a verse which 
is now widely accepted as a prandma mantra 
to Sri Ramakrishna : 

Qm ! Salutations to Sri Ramakrishna, 
Establisher of dharma (righteousness), 
Greatest of avataras , Embodiment of all 
religions. 

In the above melodious Safiskrt verse we 
find three propositions which we shall dis- 
cuss in the following paragraphs. They are 
one, that Sri Ramakrishna is the Estab- 
lisher of dharma ; two, that He is the 
greatest of God-men ; and three , that in 
Sri Ramakrishna we find the Embodiment 
of all religious truth. 

I 

Revivifier of Truth enshrined in the ancient 
scriptures 

The ancient scriptures declared that 
Reality is one ; sages call it variously. This 

2 * The Great Master (Madras: Sri Rama- 
krishna Math, 1984) Vol. II, p. 1023, 
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statement from the oldest of the Vedas, the 
Rg (1.164.46), was only hypothetical for 
modem man. It would have remained a 
flight of poetic imagination, a grandiose 
dream that we could never have understood, 
had it not been for the irrefutable testimony 
given by the life of Sri Ramakrishna. By 
storming the citadel of God with unbeliev- 
able rapidity, he garnered spiritual treasures 
and lay them scattered for posterity. There 
was no vanquishing of mythological demons 
and demonesses in Sri Ramakrishna’s life. 
He came to the world in a gentle form for 
the rescue of modern man ; who, forgetting 
his inherent divinity in this modem age has 
become demoniac, and is destroying not only 
his natural environment, but his fellow 
beings as well. Transforming human wicked- 
ness, and softening the savage in the breast 
of man by the power of sattwa, the quality 
of superhuman love, has been the work of 
this avatara. 

By means of unprecedented austerities 
and spiritual discipline in his life, Sri Rama- 
krishna has shown the world by his own 
example, the practicability of the ancient 
Vedic wisdom : ekam sat, vipra bahudhd 
vadanti ; that Truth is one ; sages call it by 
various names. So Sri Ramakrishna was 
the re-discoverer of ancient Truth. As with 
any discovery, its bequethal belongs to the 
whole of humanity : 

The waves of religious thought rise 
and fall, and on the topmost one stands 
the prophet of the period. Ramakrishna 
came to teach the religion of today, con- 
structive, not destructive. He had to go 
afresh to nature to ask for facts, and he 
got scientific religion which never says 
‘believe’, but ‘see*. ‘I see and you too, 
can see.’ 3 — said Vivekananda. 



3* Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda 
(Calcutta: Advaha Ashrama, 1989) Vol. VII, p. 24. 



n 

Philosophy of Service, a way to God- realiza- 
tion 

The old tradition said unequivocally that 
personal liberation or salvation is the 
sum mum bonum of life and stressed cate- 
gorically the renunciation of the unreal 
world, both mentally and physically. In his 
so-called ‘spiritual quest’ man became self- 
centred, and the sufferings of his fellow- 
beings did not touch his heart. The doctr- 
ines of Maya, karma and fate, in the hands 
of the lazy and foolish assumed a hideous 
form. Effecting a rescue of the eternal 
dhrama, Sri Ramakrishna was bom to strike 
altogether a new note of neo-Vedanta. He 
witnessed the world and humanity in a new 
dimension, as suffused and permeated by the 
Pure Spirit or Brahman. To him, service 
of man assumed the same importance as that 
of worship of God in the temple. This 
modem sage brought Advaita from its ivory 
tower and made it practical in the everyday 
life of man. Applied Vedanta, or the wor- 
ship of God in man, found its fullest expres- 
sion and fulfilment in Sri Ramakrishna. To 
quote his own luminous words : ‘I will 
give up twenty thousand such bodies to help 
one man. It is glorious to help even one 
man.’ In the history of civilization, it intro- 
duces a new philosophy of service, and mode 
of spiritual practice. Though other religions 
and prophets have long taught the efficacy 
of doing good to others or serving others, 
hardly ever is it found held up as a path 
leading to God-vision or Knowledge of 
Ultimate Reality. 

ni 

Rapprochement between religion and science 

In Europe, in the middle of the 18th 
century, developments in science began to 
pick up momentum. Youthful science flexed 




1990 



UNIVERSAL MESSAGE OF SRI RAMAKRISHNA 



125 



its growing powerful muscles and challenged 
the supremacy of religion. There started 
then a continuing conflict between orthodox 
Christianity and new science. The force of 
reason, logic and the blinding glare of 
scientific discoveries silenced for a time the 
theologians of the Church. Newton con- 
tended that God was necessary to establish 
motion of the planets and the original 
structure of the solar system. But other 
scientists put forth the argument that since 
the universe is an automatic machine ; it 
needs no supernatural cause at all. Matter 
is eternal, and therefore there is no need for 
a creator. The famous reply of the French 
astronomer, Pierre-Simon Laplace, when 
Napoleon asked him about the place of God 
in his Celestial Mechanics, was : ‘Sire, I 
have no need of that hypothesis.* In 1869, 
it was the famous biologist, Thomas Huxley, 
who coined the word ‘agnosticism*. It was 
he who advanced the theory that individual 
consciousness was a side product of the 



functioning of bodily organs, and itself had 



no power or influence on the body’s 
machinery. In the 18th and 19th centuries, 



science became more expressly agnostic and 



aloof from religion and humanistic studies. 



Physicist Eugene Wigner recently was 



quoted : 



Until not many years ago, the existence 
of a mind or soul would have been pas- 
sionately denied by most physical scien- 
tists. The brilliant success of mechanistic 
and, more generally, macroscopic physics, 
and of chemistry, overshadowed the obvi- 
ous fact that thoughts, desires, and 
emotions are not made of matter and it 
was nearly universally accepted among 
physical scientists that there is nothing 
besides matter. 4 



4 * Robert M. Augros & George N. Stanciu, 

The New Story of Science (New York; Bantam 
Books, Inc., 1986) p. 7, 



Foremost scientists still boasted that they 
could solve all the mysteries of the universe 
and problems of man. The dictum of the 
day was that ‘nothing beyond science exists*. 

New generation savants remained arrogant 
and intoxicated, contemplating their new dis- 
coveries and know-how. To them, mind 
and consciousness remained part of the 
physical brain, and brain was matter. Natur- 
ally, after destruction of brain, mind would 
also disappear. Their mood was perhaps 
typified by W. K. Clifford, a nineteenth 
century mathematician, when he said, ‘If 
anyone says that the will influences matter, 
the statement is not untrue, it is nonsense.’ 5 
Youthful, powerful rationalism, brazen and 
puffed up though it was, had a tremendous 
impact on intellectual Europe. Its repercus- 
sions were felt on Indian shores too. Perhaps 
to meet the challenge of such vigourous and 
demoniac thought, a divine personality had 
to be born. 

To Sri Ramakrishna, religion was not 
merely a pastime of pundits, or a matter for 
conjecture, or a simple construct by theo- 
logians, it was an avenue of discipline by 
following which one could discover truth. 
Ultimate Truth was the only thing worthy 
of a living man to strive for, the one aim 
of all human endeavour. Religion and philo- 
sophy, like all sciences, have for their aim, 
only Truth. The sincere and determined 
Ramakrishna, however, was more rigorous 
than all others. With characteristic boldness 
he was prepared to make truth both his 
method as well as his goal of research. With 
his whole life centered in religion, he had 
no other motive, neither to provide himself 
with enjoyment of name and fame in the 
company of scholastics, nor to increase com- 
fort in his simple way of life at the Dakshin- 
eswar temple garden. The quest for experi- 
ence of Reality or Truth in its most simple 
form, bereft of all considerations was the 

5. ibid., p. 10. 
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important and consuming occupation of his 
life. 

Sri Ramakrishna, having experienced what 
truth is, came down to the level of the world 
to give the facts. After descending from 
that high level of blissful absorption, most 
of the comings-and-goings of the world 
appeared to him insipid. But one thing more 
he conceived in that high plane of existence, 
was compassion for man struggling in this 
sea of life searching for mental peace and 
happiness. He proved to the agnostic com- 
munity of scientists, to the believers of 
religious dogmas, and to those who only 
indulged m dead peripheral forms of reli- 
gion, that actual spirituality is not only 
rational and verifiable, but that it is also 
not esoteric , confined to a few individuals, 
but is open to all. But he did say that one 
has to dive deep into one’s self and become 
a sincere seeker. Truth, or God, unfailingly 
becomes revealed to such enquirers. Sri 
Ramakrishna rediscovered all of the ancient 
principles of quite living religion, found in 
them the bases of all modem creeds, and 
declared forthrightly: 

He is bom to no purpose, who, having 
the rare privilege of being bom a man, 
is unable to realize God in this life . 6 

He came to the conclusion that religion 
is not only unopposed to all other paths to 
truth, but that religion itself can be turned 
into a most effective science. 

IV 

Reconciling conflicting viewpoints within 
religion 

It is astonishing to ^arm-chair historians 
that at a period while such a profoundly 

6 * The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna (Madras: 
Sri Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore, 1985) Vol. I, 

p. 150; Vol. II, p. 844. 



serene, blissful and towering personality as 
Sri Ramakrishna lived, the rest of India was 
a conglomeration of conflicting, feuding, 
warring ideologies and factions. Yet such 
was the case. Following centuries of action 
and reaction against foreign invasion, domi- 
nance, exploitation, cultural oppression and 
political machinations, India was nearing a 
state of desperate circumstances, even in reli- 
gion. It was not that India lacked leader- 
ship ; Indian sociey had produced a galaxy 
of saints and prophets who were yet very 
powerful, but evidently the day of narrow 
exclusive sectarianism was over. The time 
had come for one to appear who would be 
catholic enough to encompass in his loving 
embrace all of them — a truly Pan-Indian 
leader, a great synthesizer and peace-maker. 
Sri Ramakrishna did appear, religious genius 
par excellence, and steered India’s eternal 
dharma out of the tumultuous waves of 
worldly strife to a safe shore. 

Hinduism had been riddled with too much 
philosophical wrangling over non-essentials. 
There were the perennial quarrels between 
the believers in a personal God and the 
believers in the impersonal Absolute ; bet- 
ween bhakti and jnana ; between karma 
and yoga ; and between dvaita, visistadvaita 
and advaita, and between religion and 
science. Was there no one to bow his head 
to the simplicity of Adi-Samkaracarya ? — 

vadanti sastrani yajantu devan 
kurvantu karmani bhajantu devatah 
atmaikyabodhena vinapi muktih 
na sidhyati brahmasatantare’pi 

Let people quote the scriptures and 
sacrifice to the gods, let them perform 
rituals and worship the deities, but there 
is no liberation without realization of 
one’s identity with the atman not even 
in the lifetime of a hundred Brahma-s 
(creator god) put together . 7 



7 » Vivekacudamani, 6. 
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With regard to the personal and imper- 
sonal God, Sri Ramakrishna said: 

There is no distinction between Imper- 
sonal God ( Brahman ) on the one hand 
and Personal God (Sakti) on the other. 
When the Supreme Being is thought of 
as inactive. He is styled God the Absolute 
( Suddha Brahman ) ; and when He is 
thought of as active — creating, sustain- 
ing, and destroying — He is styled &akti 
or Personal God . 8 

He never asked anyone to shun work and 
run away from the world. If the old philo- 
sophy said ‘Neti’, ‘Neti’ — ‘not this’, ‘not 
this’, stressing the world’s unreality ; this 
new philosophy of Sri Ramakrishna said 
‘Iti*, ‘Iti* — ‘It is this!’, ‘It is this’ — stressing: 
See the manifestation of God in everything. 
Verily everything is He. Therefore he advi- 
sed everyone to work in the world without 
attachment as the maid servant works in 
the house of a rich family, taking care of 
all her duties, yet knowing in her heart of 
hearts that nothing really belongs to her. 
And stressing the importance of meditation 
and discrimination, he would say: 

If you desire to live in the world 
unattached, you should first practise 
devotion to God in solitude for some 
time — say a year or six months, or a 
month, or at least twelve days. During 
this period of retirement, you should 
meditate constantly upon God, and pray 
to Him for Divine Love ; you should 
resolve in your mind that there is nothing 
in the world that you may call your own 
— that those whom you think your own 
will pass away in no time. Only God is 
really your own. He is your All in All. 
How to obtain Him should be your sole 
concern . 9 

8 * Teachings of Sri Ramakrishna (Calcutta: 
Advaita Ashrama, 1975) p. 4. 

9- Ibid., p. 89. 



In reconciling Dvaita (dualism), Visistad- 
vaita (qualified-non-dualism), and Advaita 
(monism), the Master used to give the exam- 
ple of a bilva fruit. The hard outer shell, 
the small seeds and the kernel are separate 
things, in other words, the world ( jagat ), the 
soul (jlva) and the Absolute (Brahman) are 
all separate — thus says Dvaita. The shell 
(world) and the seeds (beings) and the kernel 
are all parts of the whole fruit, is the 
Visistadvaita view. In the next stage a 
deeper understanding develops and one 
understands that the juicy pulp, the seeds 
and the shell are all evolved out of one 
substance. This is Advaita. The greatness 
of this world teacher is that everything about 
him was positive. He accepted everything 
and rejected nothing except fanaticism and 
egotism which, he held, separate man from 
his brother man and from God. His all- 
inclusive and all-embracing philosophy has 
rejuvenated and revitalized not only Hind- 
uism, but has strengthened other faiths of 
the world as well. 

V 

All religions are true 

The saga of Sri Ramakrishna’s life and 
his divine raptures extend also to other 
religions. He felt a desire to become familiar 
with the paths of Islam and Christianity, 
followed their disciplines under the guidance 
of qualified adherents, and realized God by 
their help. He found there was one God 
Who is the goal of all paths. He held in 
high esteem also the paths of Buddhism, 
Jainism and Sikhism. There is a certain 
extraordinary quality in the personality of 
Sri Ramakrishna. Because he was a master 
of so many spiritual traditions and because 
he had imbibed the Truth of the Universal 
Divine Being, sincere seekers of all sects, 
cults, religions, philosophies and persuasions 
found him as one of their own, always an 
affectionate guide whose help was unfailing 




128 



PRABUDDHA bharata 



March 



and whose presence was reassuring. Even 
in the present times, after becoming aquain- 
ted with his life and reading his Gospel , one 
cannot cherish any hatred for other reli- 
gions. On the contrary, our respect and 
understanding gets immeasurably broade- 
ned. Sri ‘M’ and Romain Rolland have 
pointed out that even in the Master’s own 
lifetime both Indian and European Chris- 
tians recognized in him a full manifestation 
of the Christ and joyously kept his com- 
pany. Some of them experienced ecstasy in 
deep meditation . 10 The reverend Father 
Harihar Sanyal, Dr. Coates, Prabhu Dayal 
Mishra and one Mr. Williams are some of 
the names which come to us. Perhaps this 
religion lived and taught by Sri Ramakrishna 
will have to have a new name, for it was a 
religion without frontiers. Between man and 
man, and man and his God, no social, or 
cultural, linguistic or racial barriers existed. 

Sri Rmakrishna is the greatest of the 
God-men because he held aloft the entire 
spiritual heritage of mankind. This univers- 
alism, this cosmic sympathy was not born 
out of broadminded tolerance nor ecumeni- 
cal planning, but sprang from the depths of 
Ramakrishna’s experience. Therefore Rab- 
indranath Tagore paid his glowing tribute 
to the Master in these lines: 

Bahu sadhaker bahu sadhanar dhara 
Dhyane toraar milita hoyeche tara ... 

Diverse courses of worship 
from varied springs of fulfilment 
have mingled in your meditation. 

The manifold revelation of the joy of the 

Infinite 

has given form to a shrine of unity 
in your life 

Where from far and near arrive salutations 
to which I join my own . 11 

U>* Romain Rolland, The Life of Ramakrishna 
(Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1970) p. 77. 

11 • Prabuddha Bharata , Vol. XU, (February 
1936) p. 53. 



VI 

Purifying religion , emphasizing 
God-realization 

Another great accomplishment of Sri 
Ramakrishna’s was that he simplified reli- 
gion. He cleansed it of all dross and bewild- 
ering intricacy. The monumental work. The 
Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna , recording the 
daily life and direct words of the Master, 
may well become the Veda of the future, a 
scripture for mankind. It was said once of 
the Mahabhdrata that ‘what is not in it 
cannot be found anywhere.’ It was so multi- 
faceted and all-inclusive of human experience 
Today, people are finding the same thing is 
true of the Master’s life as revealed in those 
two books : The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna , 
by ‘M ’ 12 and The Great Master , by Swami 
Saradananda . 13 It is in the form of Sri 
Ramakrishna that the Divine has enacted 
Its Ilia on the banks of the Gahga in our 
age. Never before has the Lord spoken in 
such simple terms, touching so directly the 
life of modern man. 

Sri Ramakrishna had a wonderful spiritual 
insight into the nature of the devotees. 
Therefore, he understood their limitations 
and propensities, and was able to guide them 
gently. His technique of training varied 
according to the capacity and the need of 
the aspirants. He never thrust his ideas 
forcibly on anyone. He always remained a 
child of the Divine Mother, and even never 
thought of himself in the elevated position 
of a teacher. It was the Mother who did 
everything through him. To householders, 
who struggled with heavy responsibilities 
with many cares and concerns, he seemed 

*2. The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna (Madras: 
Sri Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore, 1985, latest 
edition, Vol. I & II). 

13 * Swami Saradananda, The Great Master 
(Madras: Sri Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore, 1978, 
latest edition, Vol. I & II). 
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a guiding light. Because Ramakrishna had 
also married, and throughout his life showed 
respect and affection to his wife and relatives, 
he seemed very near to them. Therefore 
his advice to householders was to renounce 
everything mentally. Mental renunciation 
was enough for them. He was equally at 
home when he dealt with orthodox followers 
of religion too, and with the youth of his 
time who were attracted by new ideas of the 
West and rebelling against all traditions. 
All thought of him as their own. He was 
a holy fount to slake the spiritual thirst of 
the world. 

VII 

Awakening of Sakti {Mother Power) 

Sri Ramakrishna was an incarnation of 
the Divine Power of God as Mother. With 
his coming, not only in India, but all over 
the world, there has been an awakening of 
Mother-power, the Cosmic Energy. He saw 
’the Divine Mother, the Primordial Sakti, in 
his wife, mother, maid servants, maidens 
and in the prostitutes of the street. All 
women were respected by him as veritable 
manifestations of the adi-sakti, the power of 
Brahman. His own personality was indis- 
tinguishable from that of the Divine Mother 
whom he worshipped as Kali in the temple 
at Dakshineswar. Writes Swami Sarada- 
nanda: ‘The identification was so intimate 
and natural that whoever saw him felt that 
the Mother was the Son and the Son, the 
Mother ; both were the Embodiment of 
Pure Consciousness .* 14 In Sri Ramakrishna 
were found the moods of man and woman 
co-existing. Women devotees who approa- 
ched him never felt bashful, but on the 
contrary, thought that he belonged to them. 
He too, held them in high regard. Those 
who came in touch with his tremendous 
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spiritual power felt they were lifted to a 
higher plane of consciousness and were 
totally transformed. With meticulous care 
and motherly affection he helped them to 
overcome their spiritual problems, and 
corrected their misconceptions about life 
being only for the purpose of domestic 
happiness. Under his guidance many women 
disciples dwelt on a high plane of spiritua- 
lity. 

We see in society today a perceptible 
change. This change is due to the rousing 
of dormant spiritual energy in women, 
which was suppressed or willfully neglected 
for a long time. A tidal wave will sweep the 
world and it will be irresistible. Though 
her newly gained freedom has thrown her 
out of equipoise, it is because she has left her 
traditional role and cannot go back to it, 
nor can she choose her right path in the 
midst of conflicting idealogies and incom- 
patible goals that are presented to her. It is 
a temporary phase. The moment she realizes 
that the spiritual unfoldment is the real fulfil- 
ment of life, she will emerge with new 
splendour and renewed strength. On that 
hope alone rests the fate of new generations. 

It is interesting to note that in the field ot 
religion, in the West, women have raised 
their voice of protest against male domina- 
ted Roman Catholic Church organization. 
In her article, with such attractive caption, 
‘The Saviour as Woman*, Nancy Klenk Hill 
writes : 

The Church was determined that its 
very existence depends upon maintaining 
the male hierarchy it established in the 
fourth century, supposedly in imitation 
of Christ and his apostles . 15 

She further adds in the same article: 
Feminist theologians such as Carol 

15. Cross Currents, a quarterly review, New 
York: (XXXIX, Spring 1989) p. 8. 



14. Ibid., p. 399. 
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Christ, have wearied of womens’ exclusion totally ended, still the lion in her has been 
and have begun to develop an altema- roused. She is leaving her mark in every 
tive theology outside the Bible. 16 field of human activity. Her voice is heard 

with due respect. It was the firm conviction 
This deepening crisis in the Church has of Swami Vivekananda that great men are 
led women to set up a foundation called bom only in the homes of educated and 
‘Mary’s Pence’, to gather funds and dispense pious mothers. He articulated the deep 
them in grants and loans to promote the feelings of his Master in these ringing words : 
ministries of women to women , especially 

to poor women and their children. In ano- At the present time God should be 

ther essay in the same issue, Rosemary worshipped as ‘Mother’, the Infinite 
Ruether writes: Energy. ... The new cycle must see the 

masses living Vedanta, and this will have 
The Vatican has reaffirmed the norma- to come through women. 16 
tive status of the male celibate priesthood 

and rejected any discussion of the ordi- Sri Ramakrishna’s spirituality is unfathom- 
nation of women. ... In this era of con- able. There is no possibility of plumbing 
servative reaction, progressive Catholics the depths of that limitless ocean. We are 
have two choices — either to give up hope reminded of the words of Sri Samkara’s 
for the time being, or else to invent new salutations to the Guru: 
forms of church life at the base, inde- 
pendent of hierarchical control. Catholic Repeated salutations to Thee, O noble 

feminists, especially, are taking the route teacher, who art devoid of attachment, 

of inventing autonomous communities the best among the good souls and the 

and ministries which are culturally and embodiment of the essence of Eternal 

socially part of the Catholic community Bliss, the One without a second — who 

but not under hierarchical control. 17 art infinite and ever the boundless ocean 

of mercy. 19 

Though the oppression of woman has not 

— ■ ■ ■ 16 * Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda , 

1®- Ibid., p. 8. op. cit., Vol. VII, p. 95. 

17* Ibid., p. 98. 19 • Vivekaciidamani, 486. 



AN ACTIVE LIFE AND GOD-REALIZATION 

SWAMI MUKHYANANDA 

1. Introduction: an active life in society and concentrated 

their mind and efforts in seclusion to rea- 
God-realization is held up as the goal of lize God, or the Supreme Reality. Their 
life by some of the great saints and sages, teachings too are to renounce all social life 
prophets and incarnations, all over the and activities for attaining God-realization, 
world from ancient times. But it is also seen On the other hand, some of those religious 
that most of them generally withdrew from prophets who stressed on an active life in 
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society did not think in terms of God-reali- 
zation, but of attaining heaven and avoiding 
hell after death by submission to the will of 
a Personal God as conceived by them. 

However, the present age, dominated by 
the tremendous advance of scientific know- 
ledge and technological explosion with a 
materialistic outlook, is characterized by 
intense activity with a fast tempo of life in 
the outside world with all its complexities, 
competitions, and conflicts. The mind is 
externalized and man is lost in a maze of 
bewildering multiplicities of the world and 
vastness of space and time. He is caught 
up on restless activities and groping move- 
ment Man is, as it were, cut off from his 
moorings and set adrift on the sea of life, 
and one begins to doubt seriously if God- 
realization is compatible at all with such a 
hectic life with demanding circumstances 
crowding round him. Of course, the problem 
of finding any reasonable solution can be 
discussed only in relation to those who 
believe in God and God-realization. We 
cannot enter here into the matter of con- 
vincing each and all that God is a reality, 
the ultimate source of the whole universe 
with all its beings, and God-realization is 
the highest goal of life. Man with his egois- 
tic psycho-somatic individualism is, as it 
were, self-alienated from his own true being 
in God, the Universal Reality. 

2. Activity vis-a-vis God-realization : 

Different great religious teachers have 
presented their own methods of attunement 
with God according to their understanding 
as well as the necessities of the times, the 
prevailing psycho-social environment, and 
the capacity and nature of the spiritual 
aspirants. But we have to consider here if 
an active social life, which is the necessity 
of the present age, is ipso facto contradictory 
to or incompatible with God-realization. 
Why should activity in itself be contrary to 



God-realization? Does God hate or dis- 
approve activity ? If it were so. He would 
not have given rise to the universe nor given 
the propensity and power to act in different 
ways to human beings at all. In fact, this 
whole universe depends on constant activity, 
and the functioning of the universe would 
be impossible without natural activity. Accor- 
ding to Indian spiritual thought, this world 
itself is designated as karma- bhumi — the 
field of activity for mankind, and the powers 
of Knowledge-Will- Action {jnana-iccha-kriyd 
sakti ) are the very characteristics of God 
(TSvara), His creation, and souls (jivas) in 
different measures. 

We may, however, be sure of one thing — 
that a mere lazy life is neither the means of 
God-realization, nor even conducive to 
worldly prosperity. As the saying goes : 
‘Indolence is the great enemy of man resi- 
ding within his body, and there is no friend 
equal unto industriousness.’ Sri Krishna also 
says in the Gita , exhorting Arjuna to be up 
and doing: ‘Do thou perform obligatory 
duty, for action is superior to inaction ; 
even the eking out of your livelihood will 
be impossible without activity.’ 1 Indolence 
and activity are opposed to each other, but 
not knowledge of, or devotion to God, and 
activity. It is ignorant selfish activity which 
is contrary to true knowledge and devotion 
Knowledge is opposed to ignorance and not 
to activity ; rather one can do one’s acti- 
vities in the best manner with perfect know- 
ledge. Hence, if we conduct our activities 
in the light of true knowledge, why should 
it be opposed to the Knowledge or Realiza- 
tion of God ? 

When Acarya Sankara says that karma 
and jndna (work and knowledge of Self or 
dtman) are opposed to each other like light 
and darkness, it is the selfish karma based 
on ignorance of one’s real nature as dtman, 
and claiming agency and results of work for 

L Bhagavad Gita, III. 8. 
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oneself as a person that is meant. It is the 
ignorance part of karma that is opposed to 
jnana and not karma per se. Sri Samkara 
has repeatedly declared that karma done in 
a dedicated spirit to God leads to the puri- 
fication of mind (citta-Suddhi), steadfastness 
in Self-knowledge ( jnana-nistha ), and be- 
comes a means of Self-realization or God- 
realization. The Bible also says, ‘Blessed are 
the pure in heart, for they shall see God.’ 
Who indeed was a greater worker than Sri 
Samkara for the good of humanity ? 

Bhagavan Sri Krishna, the Incarnate 
Divine, Himself says in the Gita : ‘I have no 
duty whatsoever, O Arjuna, in the three 
worlds ; and there is nothing that I lack or 
have to gain. Yet I am constantly engaged 
in action. ... If I do not act, people will 
always follow in my wake.’ 2 

Generally, in this respect, the difficulty 
arises because of improper or wrong under- 
standing of the concepts of God and God- 
realization, and the wrong motivation of 
activity. We must make a clear distinction 
between life in the world, and worldly life. 
A selfish, aggrandizing worldly life is cer- 
tainly opposed to God-realization, but not 
a life in which one conducts one’s activities 
in a spirit of dedication to the Lord and as 
a service unto humanity ( loka-sarhgraha ). 
The Gita points out that Janaka and others 
reached perfection (sam-siddhf) through work 
itself, and exhorts one to do one’s work as 
loka-samgraha . 3 The point is, if one is 
intent on God-realization, one must not 
make the body and its cravings the centre 
of one’s activities, but look after it pro- 
perly like a very useful and valuable instru- 
ment, and use it in the service of the Divine 
in and through other embodied beings, i.e. 
members of the family and society, and other 
creatures. In the Bhagavata, the Lord says : 

2* Ibid., III. 22-23. 

3 * Ibid., III. 20: loka-samgrdham evapl 

sampasyan kartum arhcfsi. 



‘I, who have made my abode in all beings 
must, therefore, be served in and through 
all beings, with gifts made with due respect, 
and services rendered in a spirit of worship 
and love, looking on them as non-diflerent 
from Me.’ 4 At another place the Bhagavata 
declares: ‘Herein lies the fulfilment of life 
for embodied beings, that they should engage 
themselves constantly in working for the 
good of all other living beings through 
wealth, speech, intellect, and other activities 
of life.’ 

For orienting our activities in the right 
manner and direction, a true conception of 
man, God, and the universe is essential. 
Man is primarily the divine Self living in 
the body, and not the body itself ; and the 
universe too, is pervaded by the Divine, 
through and through (< ota-prota ). The Isa 
Upanisad , therefore, instructs man: ‘What- 
ever — the least that moves in this world is 
pervaded by Isvara (God). Hence, seeing 
God in everyone, give up all greed for the 
wealth of others and be content to live by 
honest work, removing all selfishness from 
the mind. Thus thou shalt desire to live a 
hundred years always doing beneficent work 
with the above attitude ; and then thon shalt 
not be tainted by the evil results of work.... 
In the due course you will realize all beings 
in yourself and yourself in all beings ; and 
thus you will be free from all ill will for 
others and go beyond all delusion and 

sorrow. *5 

What is to be given up, therefore, is not 
work, but greed and selfishness in the light 
of true Self-knowledge. In fact, the Manu- 
smrti declares that none bereft of Self-know- 
ledge can really attain the beneficent result 
of work. 6 

4 * Bhagavata, III. 29.27. 

5 * Isa Upanisad, 1, 2,6,7. 

Manusmrti, VI, 82 : nahi anadhyatmavit 
kascit kriyaphalam upasnute. 
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3. Spiritual activity and environment: 

One may protest that the environment in 
modern times has completely changed. How 
can all these ideas be put into practice in 
these days of hectic life, of stress and strain ? 
But, in fact, the bigger the material struc- 
ture, the deeper and more firm must be the 
spiritual foundations. The need for spiri- 
tually oriented life and realization of the 
all-pervading Divine Spirit or God is all the 
more necessary in these days to achieve 
steadiness of life, integration of personality, 
and peace and happiness of mind. After 
his historic visit to the West, imbued with 
a perceptive understanding of Western life 
and mind, Swami Vivekananda declared in 
his lectures in India in 1897: ‘Europe is 

restless, does not know where to turn The 

whole of Western civilization will crumble 
to pieces in the next fifty years if there is 
no spiritual foundation. ...Slowly they are 
finding out that what they want is spiritua- 
lity to preserve them as nations.’ 7 

We must not forget that whatever the 
changes in the outer environment, in spiri- 
tual life and God-realization, we have to 
tackle the inner environment wherein lie all 
the obstacles to the peace and happiness of 
oneself and the world. The inner environ- 
ment has always been the same in all times, 
and it is the imbalance in the inner environ- 
ment that leads to the imbalance and con- 
flict in the external world. It is the inner 
enemies of man which work havoc in the 
outer world. The inner enemies, the pro- 
ducts of our unregenerate nature, are lust, 
anger, greed, delusive attachment, pride, and 
jealousy ( kama , krodha , lobha , moha, mada , 
mats ary a), which are nourished by our 
egoistic individualism. It is only through the 
knowledge of one’s higher Divine Self 

7* Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda , 
(Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1989). Vol. Ill, 

p. 159. 



(dtman) or God-realization, the perception 
of the underlying spiritual unity of all 
things, of all existence, that one can over- 
come these and attain peace and happiness 
individually and collectively, and not through 
the mere manipulation of external environ- 
ment. 8 

4. Scope of activity : 

An active life is not inconsistent with 
God-realization, either as a means to it or 
as a result of it, is clearly shown by the 
Gita. There have been two traditions in 
spiritual life — the one of withdrawal into 
oneself to realize the trans-personal Self or 
Reality within, and the other, of manifes- 
ting in life the Divinity within by controlling 
nature, internal and external. The Yoga- 
system of Patanjali and the Jaina and 
Bauddha traditions have been mostly of 
this former type ; and that is what has given 
the impression that an active life is incom- 
patible with God, or Self-realization. The 
active tradition has been represented by the 
Vedas, King Janaka, Sri Rama, Sri Krishna, 
Sri Samkaracarya, and Samartha Ramdas 
in days of yore, and by Swami Vivekananda 
and Mahatma Gandhi in our own days, who 
saw the totality of manifested reality as 
Brahman Itself — ‘All this manifested uni- 
verse is verily Brahman’ (sarvam khalu idam 
brahma). Sri Samkara, in the introduction 
to his commentary on the Gita , says: ‘The 
Vedic dharma is two-fold — of the nature of 
advancement into the world of action 
( pravrtti-laksana ), and turning round into 
the world of Spirit ( nivrtti-laksand ), both of 
which are the necessary means and counter- 
parts to the maintenance of the world 
( jagatah sthiti-karanam), leading directly to 
the attainment of secular welfare and attain- 
ments ( abhyudaya ) and the highest Spiritual 
Good — the summum bonum {rtihsreyasa) of 



8* Isa Upani$ad, 6,7. 
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all living beings {praninam saksat abhyu- 
daya-nihsreyasa hetuh). 

However, we must never forget that acti- 
vity is a way of life , and not the goal of life . 
Activity is a means, and God, or Self-realiza- 
tion is the goal, where activity finds its 
fulfilment. ‘All work culminates, or finds its 
fulfilment in Knowledge,’ says the Gita. 9 
Then activity may drop of itself, or continue 
for the good of the world. (Cf. Gita III, 17). 
A man of realization becomes a blessing to 
humanity by his very presence. He is a 
living witness to the reality of the Eternal 
Divine and is liberated-while-lving ( jivan - 
mukta). That is, he has his being in the 
Divine, while living in the body. 

The universe is an ever-changing process 
without beginning and end. As such, it 
cannot be the Ultimate Reality, or goal of 
life where one can abide free from restless- 
ness in peace and bliss. Life of man on this 
earth too is temporary and fleeting, and 
everyone has to depart, casting off the body 
sooner or later. God-realization is the goal 
of man because Divinity is our true eternal 
nature, immortal, beyond birth and death, 
and the abode of peace and bliss (satyatmd 
pranaramam mana-anandam sdnti samrd- 
dham-amrtam ), 10 while our temporal asso- 
ciation with the body is afflicted with 
limitations and the pairs of opposites 
(dvandva-s), such as pleasure and pain, life 
and death, health and disease, beauty and 
ugliness, youth and old age, etc. We must 
also not forget, that in trying to do good to 
the world to perfect it, with our activities 
done in the proper spirit, we perfect oursel- 
ves, just as a person in trying to paint a 
beautiful picture, himself becomes a great 
artist. It is primarily we who stand in need 
of perfection and not the world, which is 
only an external reflection of ourselves. 

Bhagavad Gita, IV. 33: sarvam karrtid- 

khilam part ha inane parts amapy ate. 

10* Taittiriya Upani$ad , I. 6.2. 



Hence all our activities must be performed 
in such a manner that they will lead to God- 
realization — or Self-realization, which means 
ultimately the same thing, as God is the 
higher Self in all. Sri Krishna says in the 
Gita : ‘I am the atman residing in the heart 
of all beings.’ 11 ‘Know Me as the experi- 
encer (ksetrajna) in all beings and entities, 
which are the fields of knowledge (ksetra-sy 12 

5. Nature of God and God-realization : 

We must have a clear idea of God and 
God-realization. Very often people think 
of God as an almighty person, who sitting 
in some heavenly abode, rules the universe. 
We have to please Him with our good deeds, 
obedience to His will, etc., and be in His 
good books. This may be all right as a 
beginning in religious life ; as long as we 
are body-conscious, we can think of God 
as a Person with all blessed qualities only. 
But God has His trans-personal aspect too, 
as the All-Pervading Spirit hidden in the 
heart of all beings and entities, whom we 
can discover in ourselves by properly orien- 
ted efforts. Sri Ramakrishna, who used to 
have vivid visions of several Divine forms, 
went beyond all forms also. Even the gopjs, 
who were inebriated with divine love for 
Sri Krishna as a Person, knew that He was 
really the Eternal Witness in the heart of all 
embodied beings as their inmost Self (< akhila 
dehinam antaratmd-drk) f (. Bhagavata , Gopi- 
Gitd). They sang of Him as the Supreme 
Truth : ‘We take refuge in Thee who art the 
embodiment of Truth, vowed to Truth, and 
who holds Truth as the highest ; in Thee 
who art the Truth of all the three times 
(past, present, future), who art the Source 
of Truth (phenomenal), and art hidden in 
Truth (the manifested world) ; in Thee who 
art the Truth of (the phenomenal) Truth, 
and of whom Truth and Right (cosmic order) 

11 * Bhagavad Gita. X. 20. 

!2* Ibid., XVIII. 61. 
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form, as it were, the two eyes .’ 13 Sri Krishna 
Himself says in the Gita: ‘To them, ever 
steadfast and serving Me with love, I give 
that yoga of true understanding (buddhi- 
yoga ), by which they come to Me. Solely out 
of compassion for them, I, dwelling in their 
hearts, dispell with the shining lamp of wis- 
dom, their darkness, bom of ignorance .’ 14 

In the light of the above, we have to 
advance from the Personal and the defined, 
to the Trans-Personal and the Universal, and 
understand the true import of God-realiza- 
tion as indicated in the truly spiritual scrip- 
tures (sat-sastra-s) and the lives of the rea- 
lized saints. 

The Upanisads again and again declare 
that God is the infinite spiritual Reality, 
which is of the nature of absolute existence- 
consciousness-bliss ( ananta-sat-cit-ananda 

brahman ), and It is in the heart of all beings 
as the ever-present intimate inner Self or 
at man. The whole universe, too, is nothing 
but a manifestation of the all-pervading 
Supreme Brahman . 15 As such, it is not 
necessary to go anywhere in search of God, 
who is equidistant to all everywhere, i.e. He 
is the nearest of the near, as our very inmost 
Self. We have to look within and order our 
external life in terms of our own inner 
higher nature. Every type of activity we are 
engaged in can be transformed into a means 
of God-realization, or manifestation of our 
divinity within, if we do it in a spirit of 
dedication and worship. ‘By worshipping 
Him from whom all beings proceed and by 
whom the whole universe is pervaded — by 
worshipping Him through the performance 
of duty does a man attain perfection .’ 16 It 
does not put any restriction on the type of 
work one should perform, nor does it stipu- 

13 * ‘Gopl-Glta,’ Bhagavata, X. 2.26. 

14 « Bhagavad Gita, X. 10.11. 

Mundaka Upanisads, II. 2.11: brama eva 
idam visvamidam varistham. 

16 * Bhagavad Gita, XVIII. 46. 



late that a person professing a particular 
religion alone will attain perfection, but 
man as such. Its message is universal, to 
mankind as a whole, irrespective of time or 
place. 

The Gita , which emerged in the midst of 
life’s intense activity, is a perennial guide 
for us to live in God and conduct our acti- 
vities of life with poise and equanimity, 
whatever be the circumstances of life and 
environment. Gandhiji, who was intensely 
active in public life, always relied on the 
Gita for guidance. 

What is God-realization or attaining per- 
fection according to the Gita ? Is it a vision 
of some divine form and going to a heavenly 
place after death? The vision of a divine 
form may be there if one’s inclination and 
sadhana is in that direction, or as in the 
case of the visvarupa-darsaha (the vision of 
the universal form of God) by Arjuna, it 
may be conferred on a sddhaka. It is not 
that the Infinite Divine, which manifests all 
the universe and its beings with names and 
forms, cannot appear in a particular Divine 
form meditated upon by the devotee. Even 
water, though formless, can take the form 
of any container when poured into it. Several 
great saints had visions of divine forms, and 
Sri Ramakrishna, in our own times, had 
those visions. But the genuineness of a 
divine vision is attested only if it transforms 
the life and character of the person. He 
then sees the same God in all, and his mind 
is broadened to include all beings in its love. 
He develops an equanimous attitude under 
all circumstances. If, even after the divine 
vision, a person remains subject to attach- 
ments and aversions (rfiga-dvesa), his vision 
cannot have been a genuine divine vision, 
but only one conjured up by his heated 
imagination. In fact, without one’s being 
established in spiritual virtues, and in tran- 
quillity of mind, divine visions, or the mani- 
festation of Divinity within, will not be 




136 



PRABUDDHA BHARATA 



March 



possible at all. The Katha Upanisad says: 
‘One who has not ceased from evil conduct, 
whose senses are not under control, who is 
not self-possessed, whose mind is not peace- 
ful, cannot attain this Self by mere intellec- 
tual knowledge/ 17 According to the Gita, 
the perfection of character, the acquirement 
of poise and equanimity in the midst of all 
the dualities ( dvandvas ) of life, and working 
steadily without attachment, and facing all 
the painful circumstances, are characteristics 
of a man of realization. It declares : ‘That 
calm man who remains unchanged in pain 
and pleasure, whom these cannot disturb, 
alone is able, O Arjuna, greatest of men, to 
attain immortality.’ 18 

The Gita advocated working with detach- 
ment in the external world with equanimity, 
attuning the mind inwardly on one’s higher 
nature, the Divine Self, in a spirit of yoga 
(yogasthah kuru karmani . . .), unmoved by 
success or failure, for sameness of mind 
under all circumstances is Yoga (samatvam 
yoga ucyate).w And working in such a way 
in a spirit of yoga, without selfish attach- 
ments to results, one is not tainted by activity 
and its outward success or failure. He rests 
in the Self or God, even though his body 
and mind are intensely engaged in outward 
activity. He is not upset or perturbed, and 
performs all his activities with great effi- 
ciency. The Gita says yoga is dexterity in 
action (yogah karmasu kausalarri ^ : This 

dexterity in action relates both to its external 
and its internal aspects — externally the action 
is efficient, adopting every care as to the 
means for its successful accomplishment ; 
and internally, he remains calm, resting in 
the Self, untainted by the effects of the acti- 
vities, since he is not attached to the results, 
which are dependent on factors not in his 

17 • Katha Upanisad, I. 2.24. 

18 * Bhagavad Gita, VI. 22: yasmin sthito na 
duhkhena gurunapi vicalyate . 

19* Ibid., II. 48. 

20- Ibid., II. 50. 



control, (cf. XVIII. 14). In verses (II. 64-65), 
it points out that a person who works 
steadily, moving amidst all the objects of 
the senses, with a controlled mind, and with 
self-possession, free from all attachments 
and aversions, attains peace and goes beyond 
all sorrow, and his mind gets attuned to the 
Reality soon. 

6. Characteristics of realization ; 

When we go through the Gita , we find 
that the characteristics of the realized per- 
sons, whether be it through karma-yoga (the 
sthitaprajha in chapter II) ; or bhakti-yoga 
(the supreme bhakta in chapter XII) ; or 
jhdna-yoga (the jhani in chapter XIII); or 
the gundtita (in chapter XIV, etc.), are 
practically the same — equanimity, sameness 
of vision towards all beings, unaffectedness 
by the pairs of opposites, freedom from 
ego, and T and ‘mine’, and love towards all 
beings, and doing good to them (sarva-bhuta 
hite ratah). A divine character is the sign of 
God-realization. In his commentary on the 
Gita, in the second chapter, referring to the 
characteristics of a sthita-prajha, Sri Samkara 
says that ‘In spiritual science, everywhere, 
whatever are the characteristics of a man 
of realization (krtartha-laksanani), the same 
are the means (sad hand-s) for the attainment 
of the state of realization, for* such charac- 
teristics are possible of attainment through 
effort (yatna-sadhyatvat). 21 

God -realization is not filling in something 
from outside, or envisioning a divine Being 
that is somewhere outside, but it is the mani- 
festation of Divinity within oneself. Swami 
Vivekananda declared that ‘Religion is the 
manifestation of Divinity already in man’, 
and ‘Education is the manifestation of 
Perfection already in man’. His famous 
definition of religion in his Raja Yoga is 
worth recalling: 



2!* Ibid., II. 15. 
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Each soul is potentially divine. The goal is 
to- manifest the Divinity within by controlling 
nature, external and internal. Do this either by 
work, or worship, or psychic control, or philo- 
sophy — by one, or more, or all of these — and 
BE FREE. This is the whole of religion. Doctri- 
nes, or dogmas, or rituals, or books, or temples, 
or forms, are but secondary details. 

Freedom ( mukti ) is the goal of life, 
and one must become as free as the God 
within, free from the thraldom to the egoistic 
personality, free from the internal enemies 
to God-realization. The Gita says : ‘He who 
is able to withstand the force of lust and 
anger even here before he quits the body — 
he is a yogi, he is a happy man.’ 22 

7. Dharma — the means to freedom (moksa) 

Dharma is that which holds together an 
individual, society, and the universe. Dharma 
is from the Sanskrit root dhr, to uphold. It 
is the very essence of an entity which makes 
it what it is. Dharma is a very comprehen- 
sive word and has numerous facets of mean- 
ing in different contexts. Applied to man- 
kind, dharma is defined in the Vaisesika 
Sutra-s as ‘yato abhyudaya nihsreyasa 
siddhih , sa dharma h ' — that by means of 
which both abhyudaya (social attainments 
and prosperity) and nihsreyasa (the summum 
bonum, spiritual fulfilment) are accompli- 
shed, that is dharma. The four ends or 
aspirations of man (pur usdrtha-s) comprise 
the abhyudaya , consisting of dharma (social 
and ehtical virtue) ; artha (wealth) ; kama 
(desires), and nihsreyasa (moksa or mukti— 
spiritual liberation). Man, as a person, can 
legitimately work for the fulfilment of artha 
and kama in the pursuit of life in the 
world, but their enjoyment should be based 
on dharma in the social context. He should 
follow moral and ethical values, conceding 
to all others the same right to pursue these 
ends. It is dharma , followed by everyone. 



which maintains and regulates society, and 
helps all to fulfil their aspirations, both 
secular and spiritual. Moksa or mukti 
(spiritual freedom) is the highest end of 
man. It is trans-social and envisages the 
freedom from the imprisonment of person- 
ality through embodiment, for man is pri- 
marily a spark of the incorporeal Divine 
Spirit, functioning and manifesting in and 
through the psycho -somatic personality. 

Dharma also regulates one’s duties in the 
family and society in the different stages of 
life and according to one’s abilities and 
aptitudes, but orienting all towards purus - 
artha of moksa through Self-realization or 
God realization. A life led in terms of 
dharma gives rise to discrimination, dispas* 
sion, and self-control and makes the mind 
fit for the attainment of moksa . 

8. Active life 

What is an active life ? Is it merely 
worldly pursuits ? If an active life means 
merely pursuit of artha and kama or worldly 
desires and attainments, neglecting dharma t 
doting on the perishable psychosomatic 
personality, then certainly such a pursuit is 
incompatible with God-realization. But if 
these are pursued selflessly in fulfilment of 
duties to family and society and for the 
good of all, as a responsible and grateful 
member of society and humanity, then cer- 
tainly they become steps leading to God-rea- 
lization. We find men of realization did 
tremendous work for the good of mankind 
Hence activity, in itself, cannot be incom- 
patible with God-realization. 

Activities are of different sorts. He who 
works at the foundations, knowing the 
secret of work, does more work and brings 
about greater beneficent results than a man 
engaged in mere selfish work. It is the sel- 
fish activity which is an obstacle to God- 
realization. It binds one to the world with 
its joys and sorrows. The Gita says, ‘Work 



22. ibid., V. 23. 
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(with selfish desire) is verily far inferior to 
that performed with the mind fixed in the 
higher Self and undisturbed by the thoughts 
of results {buddhi-yoga). O Arjuna, seek 
refuge in this evenness of mind ; wretched 
are they who act for selfish results / 23 It also 
points out that merely self-centred activity 
leads to bondage, and not the activity done 
without attachment, in fulfilment of duties 
to family and society in a spirit of self-sacri- 
fice and service ( yajmrthdt karmano anyatra 
loko'yam karma- bandhanah) and advocates 
the performance of all activities diligently 
free from attachment ( mukta-sahgah sama- 
cara ). 24 The nature of activity is known by 
its results — whether it leads to inner bond- 
age and sorrow, or to a sense of freedom 
and fulfilment ( krtarthatd or krtakftyata). 
One must do self-examination of one’s 
motives of work. Activity combined with 
wisdom and Self-knowledge not only leads 
to freedom, but ensures great results as well 
in the social context. See how Sri Krishna 
worked intensely, and how Hanumana wor- 
ked like a giant and earned the epithet 
i mahdvira > (great hero). Hanumana was a 
great bhakta of the Lord, but at the same 
time did tremendous activity in a spirit of 
dedicated service. His bhakti (devotion) was 
not mere emotion, but full of sakti (power). 
Hence the Gita declares at the end of the 
discourse, that where the spirit of yoga 
(union) of Sri Krishna is combined with 
tremendous activity of Arjuna, there surely 
will be fortune, victory, prosperity, and right 
conduct. Such is my conviction . 25 

The Vedic scriptures have advocated 
tremendous activity based on dharma t and 
they ask every one to be up and doing (bhaga 
caraiva ), and point out that one’s fortune, 
secular or spiritual, sleeps, sits, or walks and 
moves on, according to one’s own personal 

23 . ibid., II. 49. 

24. ibid., in. 9. 

25. Ibid., XVIII. 78. 



effort. The Taittirlya Upanisad exhorts, at 
the end of its first chapter, in a convocation 
address to the Vedic students : ‘ satyam 
vada (Speak the truth); dharmafn Cara 
(Follow dharma) ; svadhydyan ma pramadah 
(Do not be negligent of higher study) ; 
kusalat na pramaditavyam (One must not 
be negligent of one’s welfare); bhutyai na 
pramaditavyam (One must not be negligent 
of prosperity) ; mdtr-devo bhava, pitr-devo 
bhava (Let the mother and father be like 
unto gods to you) ; etc., as a firm basis foi 
spiritual realization taught in its second and 
third chapters. The Katha Upanisad calls 
upon everyone to ‘Arise, awake, and stop 
not till you realize the Truth with the help 
of great ones, for the path is an extremely 
difficult one, like walking on the edge of a 
razor .’ 26 

A significant verse in religious lore decla- 
res : Those who have turned away from their 
work and duties and merely do lip service, 
uttering Krishna, Krishna (pretending great 
devotion to God), such deluded ones are in 
truth averse to the Lord, for the Lord Him- 
self incarnated (as Sri Krishna) to establish 
dharma Another verse says: ‘In some way 
or other, a wise man should bring joy to 
some living being or other ; this indeed is 
the worship of God.’ 

Swami Vivekananda, a person of supreme 
realization, and a great seer, wrote to Sister 
Nivedita: ‘My ideal indeed can be put into 
a few words, and that is — to preach unto 
mankind their divinity, and how to make it 
manifest in every movement of life .’ 27 

Let us conclude this topic of ‘An Active 
Life and God realization’ with this famous 
summing of Vivekananda’s life’s message to 
mankind by Sister Nivedita, in her introduc- 
tion to his Complete Works , which is very 
apt and relevant: 

26. Katha Upanisad, I. 3.14. 

27- Letters of Swami Vivekananda (Calcutta: 
Advaita Ashrama, 1981) p. 294. 
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It is this which adds its crowning significance 
to our Master’s life, for here he becomes the 
meeting-point, not only of East and West, but 
also of past and future. If the many and the 
One are the same Reality, then it is not all modes 
of worship alone, but equally all modes of work, 
all modes of struggle, all modes of creation, which 
are paths of realization. No distinction, hence- 
forth, between sacred and secular. To labour is 
to pray. To conquer is to renounce. Life is itself 
religion. To have and to hold is as stern a trust 
as to quit and to avoid. 

This is the realization which makes Viveka- 



nanda the great preacher of Karma, not as divor- 
ced from, but as expressing Jnana and Bhakti To 
him, the workshop, the study, the farmyard, and 
the field are as true and fit scenes for the meeting 
of God with man as the cell of the monk or the 
door of the temple. To him, there is no difference 
between service of man and worship of God, 
between manliness and faith, between true righte- 
ousness and spirituality. 2 ^ 



28 . Complete Works of Swami Vivekancmda> 
op. cit. Vol. I, p. xv. 



PILGRIMAGE TO VARANASI, GAYA AND PRAYAG SANGAM 

T. R. RAJAGOPALAN 



For all Hindus who are believers in reli- 
gious ceremonies and customs, Varanasi, 
Gaya and Prayag are probably the most 
important places to visit in the latter part of 
their lives. Varanasi, Kasi, or Benares (in 
anglicized form) is the holiest city of India, 
famous for its Lord Visvanatha (Siva) 
temple, and for the common belief that to 
one who dies here. Lord Siva Himself bes- 
tows immortality and final salvation. It is 
variously known as ‘The Eternal City*, ‘The 
City of Temples’, or ‘The Eternal City of 
Siva*. One naturally approaches Varanasi 
with reverence and awe, since for ages a 
never-ending stream of pilgrims, particularly 
the old, approaching death, have come here 
cherishing the faith that within the bounda- 
ries of this holy city they will attain salva- 
tion through death. 

Gaya, the age-old city of Lord Visnu, is 
widely known for its Gadadhar, or Visnu 
temple. It was here that Ksudiram Chatto- 
padhyaya got in a dream the blessing of 

Visnu that Sri Ramakrishna would be bom 

♦ # 

as his son. Gaya is holy from ancient times 
as the place where pilgrims come especially 
to offer prayers and puja-s (worship) for the 
salvation or well-being of their ancestors, 



Prayag, known also in recent times as 
Allahabad, is the place of confluence of the 
three holy rivers, Yamuna, Ganga and 
SaraswatT. To bathe at the confluence 
(sahgarri) is considered to be a very blessed 
act. For this, millions of Hindus visit 
Prayag, sometimes undergoing great hard- 
ship, from all parts of India. They may bathe 
at anytime, but according to the position of 
stars and planets during the Kumbhamela, 
once every twelve years, is most auspicious. 

A pilgrim to Varanasi first begins his 
pilgrimage reciting a short dhyana sloka 
(meditation hymn), propitiating the various 
important deities who dwell in the holy city. 

...visvesam madhavam dondim 
dandapanim ca bhairavam 
vande k fi.fi m gufiam gangfim 
bhavamm manikarnikam 

To Siva, Visnu, Dondi, Dandapani, Bhairava 
(guardian deity of Kasi), Ganga, Bhavani (the 
Divine Mother) and Manikarnika, Salutations to 
all the gods and goddesses of sacred Kasi. 

The name Varanasi is itself derived from 
the names of two small streams, Varuna and 
Asi, which flow into Ganga from either side 
of the city. The Ganga, which flows from 
west to east, takes a turn from south to 
north at this sacred place, so that in the 
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township of Varanasi all the temples, 
ashramas and ghats (stairway approaches to 
the river) are on the western bank of the 
river. People taking their baths in the 
morning can have a pleasant view of the 
rising sun on the opposite bank. 

There are many brahmin priests who have 
their establishments here and they undertake 
to perform all the religious rites for pilgrims 
coming to Varanasi. Brahmin priests of 
South India mostly have settled down at 
Hanumana and Kedar ghats. They arrange 
for the accommodation of pilgrims in their 
own houses. But for people who want better 
conveniences, there are guest houses and 
dharmasdlas (rest houses specially for 
pilgrims). 

Pilgrims who go to Varanasi for offering 
worship in the name of their ancestors 
generally perform navagraha homa sarva 
prayascitta, godana and bathing in Cakra- 
tirtha, and at Manikarnika Ghat. These are 
different forms of worship to different gods 
and observances to expiate one’s sins of the 
past. Bathing is part of the purifying cere- 
monies and all this forms the beginning of 
what is called yatra , or peregrination to 
many holy spots. 

The one-mile long ghat descending to the 
Ganga is studded with hundreds of temples, 
monasteries, and retreats for old people. 
The Manikarnika ghat, considered most holy 
of the ghats, is where, according to tradi- 
tion, Lord Mahavisnu did tap as (austerities) 
and meditated on Lord Siva. For the prac- 
tice of his austerities, he excavated a tank, 
or pond, with one of his celestial weapons 
(cakra). Now, water does not naturally re- 
main in that Cakratlrtha , but water is pum- 
ped into it from the Ganga. After Visnu 
completed digging the tank, and had sat 
inside it, entering into the deep absorption 
of meditation. Lord Siva and goddess 
Parvati came that way and were much 
pleased. Lord Siva tilted his head in appre- 



ciation of Lord Visnu’s meditation, when 

* 4 

one of his large ear-pendants ( kundala-s ) 
fell down. Hearing the sound made by the 
falling kundala , Lord Visnu was disturbed 
in his meditation and came back to consci- 
ousness of the physical world. It is due to 
the falling of Siva’s kundala that the place 
is called Manikarnika (mani) jewel, (karna) 
ear. There is the temple of Lord Manikar- 
nikesvara above the tirtha (holy spot). The 
Lord’s idol (symbol) is situated in a pit and 
there are steps to reach it. The place is 
being maintained by some sannyasins who 
open it for any visitor who wants to visit 
the temple. 

Some devotees perform pinda pradana 
and tarpana (ceremonious offerings of food 
and prayers to departed ancestors) at five 
ghats in the Ganga. This is called pahca 
gahgd srdddha. The first is at Asi, the ex- 
treme end at south ; the second at Dasasva- 
medha Ghat ; third at Trilocana Ghat ; 
fourth at Panca Ganga, and fifth at Mani- 
karnika Ghat. 

The Das asvamedha Ghat, which is the 
most well-known, next to Manikarnika, is 
said to be the place where the god, Brahma, 
the creator of the universe, performed an 
asvamedha yajha , that is, a worship in which 
a horse was sacrificed. (As He offered up 
ten horses, the name has become Das - 
asvamedha.) At Panca Ganga Ghat, one 
should visit Bindu Madhava temple also. 
In all these places oblations are offered to 
one’s ancestors, both on one’s paternal and 
maternal sides, going back as far as one can 
recall their names. After that, one can offer 
oblations to the rest en masse , and even 
including friends, acquaintances, pet animals, 
birds and all others for whom one wishes 
god-speed and salvation in the after-life. 
When one follows the meanings of the vari- 
ous prayers and mantra-s (divine names) 
one feels a fulness of heart and new aware- 
ness of life. 
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Foremost of all the temples at Varanasi 
is Visvesvara Temple which is supposed to 
be at the centre of Varanasi. The original 
temple was destroyed by Aurangzeb and at 
that place a mosque was built by him. The 
original foundation of the old temple and 
remnants of its entrance-way can be seen 
even now. The Lihga (round stone column 
symbolic of Siva) was thrown by him into 
a well. Later on this was brought out again 
by two brahmin priest families, and they 
re-installed the Deity at its present site. 
Hiuen Tsang, the Chinese historian-pilgrim, 
recorded that he had seen a one-hundred 
foot tall Siva-lihga made of brass in Varanasi. 
Probably this was destroyed by foreign 
invaders also. The present temple spire, the 
lintels and the symbolic water pots at the 
temple top were covered with gold by the 
late Maharaja Ranjit Singh of Punjab in 
the eighteenth century. 

The Nandi (the name of Siva’s bull) which 
was originally placed at the south of the 
entrance is, in the present temple, to the 
north. It is said that when Sri Samkara 
came to Benares, he met Sri Vedavyasa and 
narrated to him his exposition of the 
Brahmasutra-s which was approved by 
Vyasa. The place where they are believed 
to have sat can be seen even now. The 
Sivalinga was at the centre, but is now shif- 
ted to one side. There is an old story behind 
this: When the two brahmins who lifted 
the lihga out from the well, wanted to install 
it again, some people objected, saying that 
the sanctity of the lihga had been lost since 
it was touched and removed by Aurangzeb. 
But the brahmins installed it all the same, 
in spite of much protest. Traditional belief 
is that after a few days the lihga, of its own 
accord, shifted from the centre to one side, 
thus proving to all that the caitanya (divine 
consciousness) residing in the stone had not 
been lost. 

One should not miss seeing the Sivalinga 



in the Annapurnesvarl temple with Sri Cakra 
above it, worshipped by the great saint, 
Bhaskara Rayar. Near this Visvesvara 
temple are also the temples of Dundi, Gana- 
pati, Dandapani, and Annapumesvari. 
VisalaksT is the sakti of Visvesvara — Vara - 
nasyam VisalaksT. Another spot to visit is 
the holy banyan tree — the Vatavrksa. It is 
said that this is the middle portion of a 
single tree, the root being at sahgam, at 
Allahabad, and the top being at Gaya. Tradi- 
tion says that the Sun-god (Aditya) gave the 
aksaya-patra (a wonderful vessel which held 
the never-ending supply of food) to Yudhis- 
thira, (the eldest of the five Pandava bro- 
thers) here. That place is seen near the 
Vatavrksa. The next important place is that 
of Lord Kala Bhairava, chief of Siva’s 
followers, who is said to be the guardian 
deity of the place. Devotees generally buy 
sacred thread from here. The priest places 
it on the image of the Deity, and ties it on 
the wrist of the pilgrim, uttering a mantra 
as he does so. This sacred thread, offered 
to Kala Bhairava, is a symbol of protection 
offered by Bhairava. 

The next place of interest is Vyasa-KaSI, 
situated on the opposite bank of the river. 
One can reach it either by boat or on foot, 
crossing a temporary bridge over the river. 
Near Vyasa-Ka£l is the palace of KasT- 
Raja: According to legend, Vyasa wanted 
to offer his pranam-s (obeisance) to Lord 
ViSvanatha. When he reached the opposite 
bank of Gafiga, he found the entire place 
full of §ivalinga-s, and he feared that if he 
crossed the river to go to the temple he 
would have to tread on the linga-s. Unable 
to decide what to do, he prayed to Lord 
Visvesvara. The Lord agreed to reveal His 
spirit form ( darsan ) to Vyasa on the oppo- 
site bank. The place has therefore come to 
be called Vyasa-Kasl. Of the three linga-s 
here now, one is of Lord Visvesvara and the 
other two are of Vyasacarya and Sukacarya. 
The temple was built and maintained by 
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Kasl-Raja, whose palace adjoins it. The 
palace is now converted into a museum. 

The next place to visit is the campus of 
Benaras Hindu University, built by the late 
Madan Mohan Malaviya in the early 1900’s. 
The buildings and surroundings are beautiful 
Within the campus compound a temple has 
been constructed for Lord Siva (Vi^vesvara) 
by the philanthropic Birla family. Its marble 
structure, and the cleanliness of the place 
are splendid. Next is the temple dedicated 
to Sri Ramachandra and Hanumana (Ahja- 
neya). On the way back one should not 
miss seeing the Tulasi Manasa Mandir 
(temple) where there is Deity, Satyanarayana 
and the beautiful paintings from The Rama - 
y ana, written by Tulasidas. One more 
attraction here is the exhibition of mecha- 
nical dolls depicting Sri RamaEla and Sri 
Krishnallla ( tila , divine play). 

The next place of interest is Samath, the 
place where Lord Buddha, after attaining 
enlightenment at Bodh-Gaya, went and 
began to preach his religion. The place is 
about twenty kilometers from Benares. Here 
one can see Buddhist pagodas of various 
countries, which are generally well-kept. 
One can also see the remains of the old 
monastery where Buddha and his disciples, 
and later-day monks stayed. The old struc- 
tures are now widely excavated, and the 
ruins can be seen. 

From Varanasi to reach Gaya, one has 
to cover a distance of about 270 kilometers 
by road. At Gaya the pilgrim offers obla- 
tions for the well-being of his forbearers on 
the bank of the river PhalgunI, once a sub- 
stantial tributary of the Ganga but its surface 
flow has ceased. One sees no water in its 
broad, 200 to 300 meters, bed. However, 
three to four inches below the surface of the 
sandy bed, one gets plenty of water. Now 
its ‘flow’ is said to be underground! By 
removing a few handsful of sand the pilgrims 
collect enough water to perform their pres- 



cribed rituals. The ritualistic offerings are 
done at the Sri Rama temple just above the 
river. Here again oblations are offered. In 
addition, a special offering and worship are 
performed for one’s mother (but only if she 
is deceased!) as prdyascitta (expiation of 
sins) for all trouble one had given to one’s 
mother during the time one was carried in 
the womb, as well as after birth during one’s 
childhood. 

The last lap is the visit to Prayag sahgam , 
the confluence of the three rivers: Ganga, 
Yamuna and Sarasvatl, of which the latter 
is antarvahirii (lit., below flowing). Its sur- 
face is also dry. Prayag (Allahabad) is about 
125 kilometers from Benares and can be 
reached by bus or train. Here the pilgrim 
performs first a worship of Sri Radha- 
Krishna. It is done by the wife in presence 
of her husband. The temples of Vem 
Madhava and Sri Hanumana are important 
here. Hanumanji is in a lying position. 
KancI Sri Samkaracarya has built a Samkara 
math (monastic headquarters) here, and ins- 
talled Lord Siva and Goddess Kamaksi. 

The journey to the samgam , to the actual 
point of the confluence of the three rivers, 
is by boat. Where the Ganga joins the 
Yamuna the waters come together in two 
colours — the Ganga clay-white and the 
Yamuna dark blue. The Vata Vrksa (holy 
banyan) can be seen inside the fort. This 
is the root of the sacred tree whose other 
part is believed to be seen at Benares. The 
place is a restricted area as it is within an 
Indian Army cantonment. After one per- 
forms his holy ablutions Ganga water is 
nsually collected from a place above the 
confluence from suddha Ganga near Prayag 
proper. Devotees take the water to be 
preserved in brass pots. Some of this Ganga 
water will be taken to Sri Ramesvaram 
temple in South India for the worship of 
Sri Rama, and Ganga puja will be performed 
by the devotees at home afterwards, 



VIVEKANANDA AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND 
CULTURAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN INDIA 

PROF. SANTWANA DASGUPTA 

Background and Cultural Conflict was called at the time) had a rare intellect. 



The socio-economic and cultural trans- 
formations that are manifest in India today 
germinated much earlier. Therefore we have 
to look first at the past before we look at 
the present in order to find out the role that 
was played by Swami Vivekananda in in- 
fluencing these transformations. 

In the nineteenth century when Viveka- 
nanda was born, everything in India was, 
as it were, in a melting pot. As a result of 
coming into contact with the scientific and 
technologically advanced West through 
British rule, there occurred a serious cultural 
confusion in Indian society. The conflict of 
ideologies was at its zenith: reason or 
faith ? science or religion ? secularism or 
spirituality ? polytheism or monism ? anci- 
ent values or modern values ? Which to 
choose ? Such were the questions of per- 
plexed people, particularly the younger 
generations facing a forceful influx of fore- 
ign culture. Reformers came forward to 
eradicate some of the social evils like the 
practice of satJ, child-marriage, the purdah 
system, and oppressive caste distinctions. 
On the political front there were turmoils 
and upheavals, mutiny and mass uprising, 
agrarian revolts and riots. On the economic 
front, there were the burning problems of 
the decline of the once flourishing handi- 
crafts and cottage industries, the disintegra- 
tion of village communities and the suffering 
caused by exaction of colonial revenues 
from impoverished people, fiscal policies and 
recurrent decimating famines. 

Narendranath in youth : His search for 
answers 

Even as a boy Naren (as Vivekananda 



the fire of genius burnt in his eyes and above 
all he had a very sensitive mind. Naturally 
he was caught in the tempests of his time, 
and felt involved in every burning question 
of the day. His heart bled to find solutions 
to each one of them. Devouring books on 
western science, philosophy, political eco- 
nomy, history and sociology, he grew all the 
more restless, since the answer he sought 
was not there. With the spread of English 
education in India, there emerged a class of 
new intellectuals who weTe cut off from the 
country’s time-honoured cultural and spiri- 
tual traditions. They were deeply influenced 
by western intellectualism that was bom out 
of the European revolutions of 1789-1830. 
The hollow intellectualism, however, did not 
appeal to Vivekananda since it failed to 
satisfy his deeper urges. Herein lay the 
deficiency of intellectualism ; it could not 
satisfy the spiritual longings of the human 
psyche. It totally ignored the human spirit. 
This hollow intellectualism, in the guise of 
rationalism, has once again gained ground 
in free India. 

In the turbulence of his youth, amidst his 
studies in western philosophy and science, 
a chance meeting with Sri Ramakrishna at 
last brought the young Naren face to face 
with the challenge that old India held out 
for modem man. Ramakrishna, who was a 
great sddhaka (ascetic) did’ not pay much 
attention to social and political questions 
because he spent his life ascending peak 
after peak of spiritual realization. But Sri 
Ramakrishna had followed the disciplines 
leading to God-vision along many paths of 
various faiths, and had become a man of 
great achievements. Perhaps that is why 
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Rabindranath wrote a poetic eulogy of him 
as having realized unity underlying all con- 
traries and conflicting ideals, adding — 
from far and near arrive salutations to which 
I add my own/* 

Vivekananda also, at last found peace and 
unity in the presence of Sri Ramakrishna, 
where formerly his young mind was tom 
and troubled by so many opposing forces. 
All his mental agitation became calm, even 
the problem of the presence of evil in the 
world created by a benign Deity, he found 
reconciled, while in contact with Sri Rama- 
krishna. Ramakrishna was the revivifier of 
traditional values and the saviour of the 
eternal religion of the Hindus. He is well- 
known for his expression : ‘So many ideals ; 
so many paths to God. ... Whatever you do 
... do it as an offering to the Lord, without 
attachment, and you will become free/ In 
addition to attaining personal blessedness at 
the feet of Sri Ramakrishna, Vivekananda 
also conceived this second idea: the spiri- 
tual equality of all men and women, and 
further, how to inject consciousness of it 
into the machinery of human society to effect 
the uplift of the Indian masses. ‘Jiva is 
Sivct, he conceived from his Master, and 
each soul is potentially divine. Everyone 
may attain the highest goal of human life 
by following svadharma (his own path or 
duty), however so-called high or low he may 
be. But, he determined, men must be made 
free — free physically, politically, mentally, 
and free spiritually, each to follow his own 
calling. Law and rules of society should 
help by providing equal opportunity for all. 
But at the beginning, Vivekananda under- 
stood, he and his band of sannyasins, all the 
disciples of Ramakrishna, would have to 
sacrifice themselves and set to work. In time, 
others would follow. Safeguarding equal 
human rights for every man and woman 

n Prabuddha Bharata, XLI (February 1936), 
p. 53. 



would in time level down privileged classes 
and castes, and bring nearer the ideal of 
true socialistic society. 

Vivekananda face to face with socio-econo- 
mic conditions 

After the passing away of Sri Ramakrishna, 
Swami Vivekananda traversed the length and 
breadth of India. It was a time when the 
country was going through the worst eco- 
nomic crises in history. Mostly as a result 
of the harsh revenue and fiscal policies of 
alien rule, the country was caught up in the 
series of devastating famines which occurred 
from 1770 to 1900. As a wandering monk 
Vivekananda lived among the peasants, 
shoe-makers, sweepers, factory workers, and 
tribals — with men and women who toiled 
day and night just to survive. He was an 
eye-witness to their dire straits, their priva- 
tions, miseries, oppression and hunger. He 
saw clearly that those who were producing 
the wealth of the country and building up 
the civilization were not getting even the 
fruits of their own labour. ‘With soul on 
fire’ he made a futile bid to awaken the 
ruling princes of the princely states and the 
educated, elite of society. But very soon he 
realized that the privileged classes, living in 
luxury, were ‘more dead than alive’. It 
dawned upon him that the landed aristo- 
cracy, along with the priestly class were 
themselves responsible for the age-long 
ruthless exploitation of the masses. He rea- 
lized also that India’s only hope for the 
future lay with the masses and their uplift. 
Fully developed men alone, would be worthy 
of throwing off the yoke of foreign oppres- 
sion, winning and standing to preserve their 
country’s freedom and independence. Spiri- 
tual giant that Vivekananda was, he opposed 
all kinds of tyranny — the tyranny of darkness 
over mind, the tyranny of caste-power and 
class- wealth over the poor, and no less, the 
tyranny of strong nations over the weak. 
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V ivekananda’ s strength , his world view and 
prognosis 

Vivekananda certainly realized that fore- 
ign colonial rub was to a large extent res- 
ponsible for the degeneration of national life. 
In his letter of 30th October 1899, to Miss 
Mary Hale of America, he refers to British 
rule in India as ‘the very source of pessi- 
mism’. 2 Yet the Swami did not engage him- 
self in hostilities or confrontations with the 
colonial government. Like his mentor, Sri 
Ramakrishna, he was a great lover of hum- 
anity, a sannydsin and a lover of God. 
Violence was outside his nature. 

Great souls like Buddha, Christ, Krishna, 
Ramakrishna, and Vivekananda himself, 
used their spiritual powers to move heaven 
and earth, but in rather secret and silent 

9 

ways, hardly perceptible to the intellects of 
ordinary men. Therefore, it is extremely 
difficult to catch those great Ones in actions 
like those of social reformers, revolutiona- 
ries, or topplers of empires ! Yet, it is obvi- 
ous that their world-moving ideas were at 
the back of the great events of history, often 
guiding, often inspiring, and sometimes 
precipitating those great events. 

Vivekananda often said as he was growing 
older, that the longer he lived, the more 
everything seemed to him to lie in man- 
liness. Indeed, he spent his whole energy 
imparting man-making character-building 
education to men and women of three conti- 
nents, irrespective of nationality, creed, or 
race. Education alone, he declared, man- 
making education, is the panacea for all 
evils of society. Men and women, truly 
educated, would redress their own grievances 



impressed favourably with the strides being 
taken in science and technology. Like all 
the visitors to the Columbian Exposition 
at Chicago in 1893, he was wonderstruck to 
see the new theories of electricity had found 
unthought-of applications, and how rapid 
strides were being taken in physics, chemis- 
try, medicine. Various kinds of industries, 
agriculture, and transportation were being 
revolutionized by the invention and applica- 
tion of machines. 

Following, however, a longer and closer 
look at the state of affluent society, the 
Swami was dismayed to see that people 
were becoming more distracted and bestial 
in nature, and heedless of cruelties to their 
fellow men. Attendant evils were cropping 
up as a consequence of new-found power 
and efficiency-oriented thinking. There was 
cruel exploitation of the poor, children and 
women in factories overproduction and 
wastefulness in agriculture. Brotherly love 
and religious piety, already at a low ebb, 
was being abandoned or sacrificed on the 
altar of materialism. The West was going 
out-of-bounds in pursuit of earthly glory. 
Willingness of the powerful nations to sacri- 
fice weaker brethren of poor countries was 
being strengthened by the growth of afflu- 
ence, commerce and competition. Viveka- 
nanda warned of the ‘vengence of history’: 

The love of man is on their lips, in their 
hearts there is nothing but evil and every violence 
...but the judgement of God will fall upon them: 
‘Vengence is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord’... 
God will have vengence (he went on), you may 
not see it in religion, you may not see it in poli- 
tics. But you must see it in history... If you 
grind down the people, you will suffer.3 



and would not require any outside agency — 
or even any violence to bring about a revolu- 
tion in society. 

Visiting the West in 1893, Swamiji was 



Vivekananda on India — comparison with 
Europe 

Direct contact with the Indian masses led 



3 - Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda 

2- Letters of Swami Vivekananda (Calcutta: (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1989), Vol. VII, 
Advaita Ashrama, 1981) p. 394. p. 279. 




